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Pilgrimage to and with the Black Nazarene:
The Aesthetics of Devotion in Quiapo, the Philippines
Celia Bonilla
University of the Philippines, Manila
cmbonilla1@up.edu.ph

Objects of faith in various parts of the world draw visitors of all denominations, for different
reasons. This paper studies the polysemic behaviour of people going to Quiapo Church in Manila,
the Philippines. In particular, it focuses on the mammoth processions participated in by tens of
thousands in a show of devotional fervour. In the conclusion, I tease out and summarise this aesthetic
experience of devotion capturing the embodied values as annotated by the pilgrims. The three
embodied values are a sense of personal miracle, a need to reciprocate, and a sense of community
with and through this wooden image of the Black Nazarene with fellow devotees. This pilgrimage
represents a radical levelling of social classes for the duration of a person’s participation in the ritual.
Key Words: pilgrims, aesthetics, experience, faith, Philippines, Quiapo

Introduction

The Locus

As a tourist destination, Quiapo, Manila may not have
the attractions of a baroque church like the ones in
Paete and Pakil in the province of Laguna. But, it has
the Black Nazarene, a four-century old sacred statue
from Mexico that has spawned a lively and spectacular
devotion among Filipinos in urban Manila. Every year
on January 9, a mammoth crowd of devotees from all
walks of life participate in the procession of the Black
Nazarene, a dark life-sized statue of the cross-bearing
Christ. This paper delves into the embodied concepts
of spiritual connection that have been drawing people
to this place. Whether from nearby cities and provinces
or from abroad, the visitors are now also pilgrims in the
devotional sense of the term.

Quiapo features a bustling and congested ‘downtown’
because, as in many cases, the place of worship has
spawned a rich commercial district. Quiapo was initially
a district of islets formed by crisscrossing rivulets and
estuaries in which abounded a water cabbage called
kiyapo. This is perhaps why the place was given such a
name in hispanized spelling.
Before Quiapo became a town, it was part of Sta. Ana
de Sapa (or St. Ann of the creek), a Franciscan mission
town. On August 29, 1586, Governor-General Santiago
de Vera granted the petition of Franciscan Prelado
Superior St. Peter Baptist (he was later martyred in
Japan) to make Quiapo a separate town. The Franciscan
prelate designated Fr. Antonio de Nombella as the first
curate of the new parish. In 1592, a church of thatch and
bamboo dedicated to St. John the Baptist became one of
the first extramuros - outside the walls - churches. Trade
picked up as an offshoot of the evangelising activities
initiated by the Franciscans, succeeded by the secular
priests, then for three years by Jesuits, and henceforth
carried on by diocesan priests (Blair & Robertson, 1973).
Religious sculptures, paintings, engravings, and books
were produced by the people in the vicinity, building a
reputation for artistic excellence and prestige.

The year 2021 marks the 500th year of Christianity in
the Philippines. For three centuries, the country was
under Spanish colonial rule, from the time Portuguese
explorer Ferdinand Magellan, flying under the Spanish
flag, stumbled onto the island of Limasawa in 1521, until
the invasion of the Americans in 1898 (see Figure 1). In
two of these centuries, Spain ruled the country through
another one of its colonies, Mexico, during the ManilaAcapulco galleon trade (1565-1815).
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Figure 1: This 1734 map made by Pedro Murillo Velarde, S.J. and two Filipinos, artist Francisco Suarez and
engraver Nicolas de la Cruz Bagay, shows the extent of activities within the Philippine territories under Spain,
encompassing Panacot shoal and Bajo de Paraguas

Source: Library of Congress, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons (https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/
commons/b/b5/Carta_Hydrographica_y_Chorographica_de_las_Yslas_Filipinas_Dedicada_al_Rey_Nuestro_
Se%C3%B1or_por_el_Mariscal_d._Campo_D._Fernando_Valdes_Tamon_Cavall%C2%BA_del_Orden_de_Santiago_de_
Govor._Y_Capn.jpg

The Icon
The Black Nazarene is a life-sized statue of Christ
genuflecting on his left knee, with his right shoulder
bearing the cross (Figure 2). He is robed in brocaded
maroon (estofadong burda, literally stuffed embroidery)
or at times in velvet with collar and sleeves accented with
white or yellow ruffs reminiscent of the court of Philip
II. On his head is the crown of thorns stylised as three
potencias, a crown of three rays made of beaten gold

suggesting divine radiance. In other churches like the San
Agustin inside Intramuros and in the extramuros chapel or
visita of Our Lady of Peñafrancia, the figure of the crosscarrying Nazarene has fair complexion and is standing
upright as if walking. Another fair-skinned Nazarene is
inside the San Sebastian all-steel prefabricated church
two kilometers away from Quiapo (Figure 3).
The Black Nazarene in Quiapo, however, is of dark
hardwood made even darker through centuries of wiping
39
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Figure 2: The Black Nazarene statue lords over the
main altar with a canopy overhead

Figure 3: This fairer Nazarene inside a church in
Samar devastated by super-typhoon Haiyan has had its
arm and crossbeam swept off

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/a/ae/
Black_Nazarene.jpg

Photo by Author

Nazarene in the Zocalo Catedral or the Metropolitan
Cathedral of the Assumption of Mary in Mexico City.
Though a lot of people show their devotion in the Lenten
procession, lighting candles, and offering flowers (but
no Jasminum sambac or sampaguita garlands), the
procession is not as spectacular as it is in Manila.

with rose oil and perfume. The original image could
well be mahogany, ebony (ironwood or kamagong), or
mesquite wood, which is endemic in Mexico.
The Nazarene came to the Philippines via the ManilaAcapulco trade route on May 31, 1606, when the officers
and crew of a stranded galleon brought it from a church
in Mexico to accompany them back to the Philippines.
Inclement weather had stranded the ship and the only
way to convince the crew to sail back was to bring
along this image of the cross-bearing Christ to whom
the sailors were praying for a calmer voyage across the
Pacific Ocean.

Among the more dubious claims are ones from a website
on Philippine festivals and from Wikipedia that it was
made of ivory when it initially sailed from Mexico but
got to the Philippine shore as black as it is now after
surviving a ship fire. First, the statue is not of ivory but
of dark Mexican hardwood through and through, and
second, it was not charred.

I have been talking to some Mexicans online, by phone,
and in person to ask if there is also a devotion to the Black
Nazarene in Mexico, where it came from. One priest
from Oaxaca said the images of the Nazarene he saw in
Mexico were usually fairer, and that they are brought out
on procession only during Holy Week. Another priest, a
Comboni missionary confirmed that he saw such a Black

On reaching Philippine shores the Augustinian
Recollects enshrined the Black Nazarene in their church
in Cavite, where the galleons docked. After a year or
so, the Recollects brought the statue to their churches
in Intramuros, initially to the one dedicated to St. John
the Baptist and then later to the bigger one dedicated
40
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to St. Nicholas of Tolentino. Within two decades of its
arrival, the Augustinian Recollects had promoted such a
lively devotion to the cross-bearing Christ that on April
20, 1621, Pope Innocent X authorized the veneration
of the Black Nazarene and in 1650, he recognized the
Confraternity of Our Lord Jesus of Nazareth (Cofradía
de Nuestro Santo Jesús Nazareno). On January 9, 1787,
Bishop of Manila Basilio Sancho de Santas Junta y Rufina
had it transferred to Quiapo Church or the Parish of St.
John the Baptist. Thus, January 9 became the popular
feast day to commemorate its traslación or transfer
from Intramuros. In ancient times, ‘traslación’ means
translation or the ‘removal of a saint’s body or relic to
a new place’ (Universidad Europea, n.d.). Appropriately
so, the yearly celebration of this occasion has seen the
number of devotees grow steadily.
One of the legends that went around was how the Black
Nazarene ‘chose’ Quiapo church for his shrine on this
day. According to some devotees, in one of the New
Year processions done by the Confraternity of Jesus the
Nazarene of the Recollect Fathers, it rained so hard, they
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had to seek shelter inside Quiapo Church. When the rain
subsided and they were about to resume the procession,
the bearers were surprised to find the image unbearably
heavy. Devotees concluded that the image refused to
leave the Quiapo church. This legend joins many others
such as the belief that the statue was originally made
from ivory.

Performance of Faith
Today we have one of the most spectacular and
confounding shows of devotion in the entire world, where
breathtaking scenes unveil the ethereal and otherworldly
and where chaos seems to completely discombobulate
the cosmic order.
Every January 9, on Good Friday, and for the Easter
Sunday dawn resurrection commemoration, throngs of
devotees join annual processions, most of them barefoot,
with no watches, rings, or anything sharp that can hurt
the next person. Only towels across their shoulders and
stuck inside their shirts serve to cushion the force from
both front and back (Figure 4).

Figure 4: A Great Social Leveler: Devotees help each other to climb up and touch the Black Nazarene during its
procession

https://www.catholicsandcultures.org/sites/default/files/styles/18_columns_padded/public/
pages/5353827080_7e39b3e46a_o.jpg?itok=fLbF0ApD
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A strong sense of oneness operates among those in the
procession. Everyone has to move with the same rhythm,
in the same direction. In that state, there are no corporate
executives, lawyers, medical doctors, professors,
janitors, farmers, landowners, carpenters, criminals, and
what-not. Everyone is simply a devotee imbued with the
single-mindedness of their promise or panata.

Figure 5: Altar server, Fred Salandanan, became a
recipient of people’s gratitude to the Black Nazarene,
which strengthened his own faith

The Black Nazarene had easily upstaged the titular patron
saint of the church, John the Baptist, who after all had
said that Christ ‘must increase while he must decrease.’
There are, in fact, two images now of the Nazarene which
have been made from the original image from Mexico: 1)
the high altar image and 2) the processional. The head
of the original Black Nazarene commands the Church
from the high altar underneath the canopy or baldachino,
with its body made of Vitex parviflora (molave). The
original torso and limbs became part of the processional
image. This separation of head and torso was undertaken
to preserve the seventeenth century image from further
deterioration, since centuries of procession and touching
have seen it fall off its float or andas, get soaked in the
rain, sustaining cracks here and there (personal interview
with the sculptor Mr. Maglaqui). Mr Maglaqui went on
to tell me that he had to first ask the permission of the
Seňor to somewhat dismember him because the Seňor
‘avoided’ Maglaqui’s grasp when he first attempted it.
Maglaqui thus ended up cutting himself.

Why do people perform such intense
actions to show their devotion to the Black
Nazarene?

Photo by Author

In Panama, at the Iglesia de San Felipe in Portobelo,
a similar statue is venerated, the Cristo Negro, also
called the Nazareno, El Naza, or El Negrito. This is also
from the seventeenth century, said to have come from
a Colombian vessel that went aground on its shores
(Kronegger & Tymieniecka, 2013).
In this study, key informant interviews with devotees
yielded answers that boil down to what I term as the
elements in the aesthetics of devotion.

Some devotees say the Black Christ bearing the cross
was something Filipinos can easily identify with as they
face their problems.
Maamo naman ang mukha maski maitim.
(His face looks gentle, even if it is dark)

Fred Salandanan, a sacristan or altar assistant since the
1960s (Figure 5), said it was just a job at first, but later
he was so moved by the faith of people that he later on
would encourage others to hang on to their faith in the
Nazarene.
Huwag kayong bibitaw sa Kanya.
(Don’t let go of Him)

Men especially find this pose ‘macho’ or oozing with the
masculinity of sacrifice. There are other sacred images
that are portrayed dark,
- the Nuestra Senora de Guia (Our Lady of Guidance)
in Manila,
- the Nuestra Senora de la Paz y Buenviaje (Our Lady of
Peace and Good Voyage) in Antipolo,
- the Madonna of Czestochowa in Poland,
- the Madonna of Torreciudad in Spain, and even
- the Sto. Niňo de Cebu (which was the one with a
‘burning’ past).

He realized the Senyor’s or the Lord’s power when his
children were getting sick one after the other, and there
would always be a benefactor who would show up
to express his or her gratitude to the Black Nazarene,
with Fred being given a hefty token of their gratitude.
Examples of such benefactors are a lady who came back
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Figure 6: Devotee and benefactor Rudy Paar shows his
profound thanksgiving by helping finance the upkeep
of the Church and cleaning the sacred statue, which is
a privilege given to so few

Figure 7: Sculptor Ner Maglaqui is honored to be
taking care of the Black Nazarene statue.)

Photo by Author

from her prosperous stint abroad which was a favour
from the Nazarene, and Rudy Paar, a stalwart devotee
since the Japanese period.
Mr. Paar (Figure 6) was the lone survivor of a train crash
during World War II when he was smuggling tobacco
through Japanese lines. He said the last thing he could
remember before he lost consciousness was a dark face
that turned out to be the statue inside Quiapo Church
where he got married: the Black Nazarene. From there
on he promised to work honestly. When his business in
automobile seats and mattresses picked up, he promised
to finance the repair of the andas or the float. It was
something that then-parish priest Monsignor Jose Abriol
said only the prominent families could do.
Bakit, mayaman ka ba na kaya mo?
(Why? Are you rich enough to do that?)
Paar insisted and he kept his word. Paar survived his first
heart attack and nine more thereafter. In the meantime, he
continued taking care of the church’s needs such as the
yearly Christmas lighting. He had set aside exclusively for
the Nazarene his investment in Philippine Treasury Bills.
This devotional practice is not unlike the way people in
the provinces dedicate the yield from a particular piece
of land for the needs of the patron saint. Paar declared:
Ibig kong paglingkuran ang lahat ng
naglilingkod sa Kanya.
(I want to serve all those who serve Him)
For Narciso ‘Ner’ Maglaqui, it was the precarious
pregnancy of his wife that made him zone out while
walking aimlessly. He later found himself right in front

Photo by Author

of the statue of the Nazarene behind the high altar. He
did not know how he got there, worried and dazed as he
was from thinking about his wife and the prohibitively
expensive caesarian section she would undergo. When
he got home, he was told his wife had a normal delivery.
In the meantime, he was getting more commissions for
sculptures. They were also given more space for his shop
in the Nakpil house along Bautista street, where his wife
grew up being the daughter of the servants. Since then,
Ner has been joining the mammoth processions with
his brothers-in-law, often on the andas itself to keep the
Black Nazarene in place.
Mahirap humiling sa Senyor, pero pag
binagbigyan ka, magsasawa ka.
(It’s tough praying to the Seňor, but once He
grants you favours, you’d feel pampered)

The Human Agency
Even ordinary devotees, who end up looking like people
living rough (taong grasa) after pulling the ropes, know
that what they are pulling is just a representation of the
Christ. Why they do it is something between them and
the Christ represented in the Black Nazarene. Have the
people been programmed or duped by the institutions
into acting this way, in the way in which Ideological
State Apparatuses (ISA) shape the thinking of people,
43
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by society’s structure. However, this habitus is not a
stable, permanent condition (Bourdieu, 1984). At times,
the individual can question the influencing structures
because the body is the natural vehicle for judgment:

as Louis Althusser put it? We have seen how people can
defy authorities, like change the route of the procession
or insist on walking on one’s knees even while Mass
is on-going. We have also seen meaning making by
individuals subscribed to or modified by others, as in
the use of different colours of candles, forms of medals,
shirt designs, and even tattoos. In like manner, we find
individual initiatives in offering to serve as cleaners of
the church or contribute to the feeding program.

The ultimate values, as they are called,
are never anything other than the primary,
primitive dispositions of the body, ‘visceral’
tastes and distastes, in which the group’s most
vital interests are embedded’ (Bourdieu cited in
Desjarlais, 1992:69).

Perhaps in this dynamism of the human agency we can
find the freedom that defies such ISAs, the way Mikhail
Bakhtin put it in his concept of heteroglossia, literally
multi-tonguedness or multi-voicedness. This shows how
in any given community many different voices exist. Even
as the majority could be in the dominant centre, others
can be at the peripheries contradicting conventions, and
perhaps even ultimately bringing about change (Bakhtin
1981).

In the very visceral devotional practices in Quiapo are
embodied values connected with cognitive notions borne
and reinforced by past experiences in each individual
devotee as he or she engages the spiritual in conversation.
Together contiguously the devotees also communicate
with the spiritual entity represented in visible forms in
the santos, using tactile and other sensory means, singing,
praying audibly or inaudibly, giving alms, walking on
one’s knees, and / or joining the gruelling processions
(Bonilla 2006).

In a similar vein, sociologist Pierre Bourdieu sees that
every individual has a habitus, shaped by history and

Figure 8: Quiapo Church continues to be the locus where people interrogate their God en masse

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/3b/0196jfQuiapo_Central_Church_Plaza_Manila_Bridge_Riverfvf_09.
jpg
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Figure 8: Or they could be ‘socially distant’ in this time of the pandemic, but still awaiting or continuing their
engagement with the Black Nazarene

https://www.inkl.com/news/in-photos-catholics-get-creative-in-1st-holy-week-under-quarantine

Embodied Values: More than muscle
memory
In the aesthetics of devotion, milagro or a sense of personal
miracle (big or small favour) is a concept that comes into
play. It may come in various forms and contexts, but at its
core is a strange sense of gap between the understanding
of what is logical and what is absurd in time of crises.
What bridges the gap, according to the narratives, is the
person’s faith, their disposition to believe. Then there is
the panata or prayers and services pledged to be done to
express gratitude to the Black Nazarene. Finally, there is
the strong sense of identity and resonance with the crossbearing Christ and with those who also identify with
Him, a community of believers bound at least in those
gruelling hours of procession to carry this icon. Why the
dark-complexioned cross-carrying image of Christ is
hoisted as a standard, emulated as a model, and carried as
a champion, points to the deeply visceral need of a people
to make sense of the crosses that come their way, as a
performance of their faith.
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